Helping Students with Vocabulary through Progressive Study of Suffixes by unknown
Helping Students with Vocabulary through Progressive 
Study of Suffixes 
Kristy King 
Asia University 
Introduction 
     At the beginning of the 1994 school year, my level-19 
Business and Law Freshman English students repeatedly voiced 
their worry that they did not know enough English words to 
communicate, and they asked me for help. Indeed, they 
demonstrated an inability to find words for what they wanted to 
say, and they stumbled over words in their reading, as well. At 
times when they read aloud, for example, they stopped when they 
met a new word, sometimes not able to even attempt to say it or 
to continue reading. So I concluded that my students were 
right--they did need help. Therefore, I constructed a plan to 
help them gain more control over English words. 
      Of course, in going about making such a plan, one finds 
many good options or focuses for study, such as those 
recommended by Dechant  (1970):"...meaningful dictionary work, 
word study in context, use of context clues, attention to 
multiple meanings and figurative language, study of the history 
and etymology of words, application of new words in oral and 
written language, and wide reading" (p.  375). And, as Dechant 
recommends, a teacher can and should use a combination of such 
methods. 
      In addition to using a combination of methods, though, I 
chose to focus on teaching students about affixation--how 
suffixes, prefixes, and bases combine to form English words. I 
chose to do so for a number of reasons. First, I taught 
affixation because this kind of study has "long been a part of
vocabulary teaching texts" (Nattinger, 1988,  p. 68) and is "the 
method most often used by native speakers to develop their own 
vocabulary competence" (Isted and Broderick, 1990, p.  v.). 
Since "the best source of material" on vocabulary development 
for ESL and EFL learners "seems to be the literature on the 
teaching of reading to native speakers of English" (Kruse, 1973, 
p. 313), it seems clear that affixation, a trusted approach with 
native speakers, is also a good approach to use with EFL/ESL 
students. 
     Another reason I taught affixation is that it is especially 
appropriate for Japanese students. In Japanese, certain kanji 
combine with other kanji in the same way that suffixes and 
prefixes combine with bases in English. In fact, in his book on 
learning Japanese vocabulary, Vance (1991) points out more than 
60 prefix-like and suffix-like kanji. His aim in doing so is to 
help students of Japanese "develop proficiency in a narrow but 
important sector of vocabulary" (p. 7). He says that "a 
relatively small investment of time can yield surprisingly large 
dividends in terms of improved reading ability" (p.  7). If 
students of Japanese can gain "surprisingly large dividends" in 
this kind of study, surely Japanese students of English can gain 
similar dividends through a study of affixation. 
     Finally, I taught affixation because of its specific 
benefits to students. Richards (1976) says that a significant 
part of knowing a word is "knowing the syntactic behavior 
associated with the word" and "the underlying form of a word and 
the derivations that can be made from it" (p.  83). If students 
study affixation, they acquire this kind of knowledge and thus 
acquire a greater understanding of English words in general. 
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Kruse (1987) says that the "ability to recognize component parts 
of words, word families, and so on is probably the single most 
important vocabulary skill a student of reading in EFL can 
have." She says it "substantially reduces the number of 
completely new words he will encounter" and that it "increases 
his control of the English lexicon" (p.  313). Nattinger (1988) 
points out similarly that "knowledge of basic affixes helps 
learners decode words" (p.  68). And Gairns and Redman (1992) 
say that "focus on word building is likely to pay dividends for 
the learner both receptively and productively" (p.  48). 
Nattinger  (1988), emphasizing productive dividends, says that 
affixation is "the most common method for creating new words" as 
it "allows us to expand vocabulary without memorizing new words 
and thus aids fluency" (p.  71). Soudek (1981) also points out 
the advantages of affixation study and gives advice to teachers: 
"As word formation provides essential clues for word recognition 
(both lexical and syntactic) to foreign students, language 
teachers should be prepared to teach the basic rules of 
productive word-forming processes" (pp.  3-4). 
      So I taught my students about affixes as a supplement to 
Freshman English throughout the school year. I taught them about 
suffixes, prefixes, and bases. But I focused most of my 
attention on suffixes because, as Kruse (1987) says, suffixes 
should be "mastered" before prefixes and bases are studied (p. 
 315). Though this suffix study may seem limited, it is 
worthwhile. Through suffix study, students can learn to 
recognize both the meaning of a word ending and the part of 
speech of a word. Allen (1983) explains why such knowledge is 
important for both comprehension and production: 
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"students' comprehension of English can be greatly strengthened 
by recognizing familiar elements within words they have not seen 
before" and "their production of English sentences often depends 
on knowing correspondences between word forms and grammatical 
functions (or parts of speech)" (p. 95). 
     During the year, I taught the suffixes in phases. First, I 
gave each student a list of 28 derivational suffixes grouped 
according to the part of speech effected (See Appendix  A). This 
list was derived from a number of sources, including Feare, 
1989; Smith, 1966; Dechant, 1970; Sinclair, 1991; and Isted and 
Broderick, 1990. I explained to students the general idea of 
affixation and the specific idea that derivational suffixes have 
meaning and can change the grammatical function of words. Then, 
I began explaining specific suffixes, meanings, and examples 
from the list two to three times a week. Some days I explained 
only the list information, using about 10 minutes of a 45-minute 
class. Other days I also gave students example sentences and 
related words, with practice in identifying parts of speech. 
This kind of explanation and practice took 15 to 20 minutes. I 
asked the students to study and memorize the suffixes after we 
discussed them in class. After we finished the suffix list, I 
gave students related exercises (which follow) to do in class 
and sometimes as homework. These exercises gradually increased 
in difficulty. I also tested them. On every test in the first 
semester, I gave them a relatively easy suffix matching section. 
In the second semester, I made the suffix section of tests more 
difficult, requiring students to recall the meanings of suffixes 
and to do some of the practice exercises. 
Exercises 
      I selected the exercises presented here from a variety of 
sources and arranged them in a manner consistent with Kruse's 
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(1987) ideas. She recommends that teachers begin with 
relatively easy ideas and gradually move to the most difficult. 
Specifically, she recommends that suffixes be taught first and 
that students have practice in three phases: recognition of 
suffixes, recognition of grammatical changes that suffixes 
effect, and word formation with suffixes. I have provided 
directions for each exercise, but a wide range of variations is 
possible. I did not specify a time limit, as this will vary 
from class to class. At the end of each exercise, though, I 
noted how much time my own  level-19 students needed to complete 
the exercise. In terms of preparation, I recommend that the 
teacher write the exercises in advance to reduce the amount of 
time needed in class. And, again in the interest of time, I 
recommend that the teacher be prepared to help students with 
some of the more difficult words used in the exercises. 
A. Recognition of Suffixes 
Exercise 1 
      Few exercises are strictly recognition, and the two 
exercises in this section are not exceptions. Each is a 
combination of suffix recognition and recognition of grammatical 
change. Exercise 1 was derived from a general idea from Kruse 
(1987, p. 315) and six specific examples from Allen (1983, p. 
 93). The first 20 examples come from the class list I derived. 
More examples could be added by the teacher. 
     Directions: The teacher shows the following list of words 
to students: addition, golfer, terrorize, slowly, manly, 
psychology, servant, beautify, shyness, teacher, shipment, 
motherly, comical, happiness, actor, biologist, active, 
different, quickly, driveable, recognize, careful, suggestion, 
sadness, foolish, attractive. Then, the teacher asks the 
students to do two tasks: 1) identify the suffix and 2) name 
the part of speech of the word. The teacher may need to give 
one example. After the time expires, students work as a class 
to complete the teacher's list. As students answer, the teacher 
draws a circle around the suffix named and writes N  (noun), V 
(verb), Adj. (adjective), or Adv. (adverb) next to the word. 
     This activity can be completed in five to ten minutes. 
 Level-19 Law students were able to do this without errors. 
 Level-19 Business students made one mistake in identifying
"manly" as an adverb . 
Exercise 2
     This brief exercise, derived from Stageberg (1981, p . 100) 
gives students practice in recognizing the adjective and adverb 
-ly suffixes . I modified Stageberg's sentences for this 
exercise.
      Directions: The teacher shows the following sentences to 
the students and then asks them to 1) identify the -ly suffix 
in each example as either the adjective or adverb ending and 2) 
explain their rationale (that is, that the adverb "goes with" or 
modifies a verb, while an adjective modifies a  noun) . 
1. He spoke falsely. 
2. A gun is a deadly weapon. 
3. She sang very softly. 
4. She receives a weekly magazine. 
5. He laughed quietly. 
      This activity can be completed in about five minutes. My 
 level-19 students were able to correctly identify each as an 
adverb or adjective, and some were even able to give an 
explanation for their choices, such as, "It's an adjective. 
Deadly goes with weapon." Their answers led to my giving a more 
complete explanation of adjective and adverb modification. 
B. Recognition of Grammatical Change Effected by 
Suffixes
Exercise 1
      This activity with a word table was recommended in general 
by Kruse  (1987). I created the particulars of the exercise and 
selected the words from the class list and from subsequent 
exercises. I gave these words to the students in groupings that 
were related in some way, so that, as Kruse suggests, "all words 
being studied at one time add the same suffixes in the same 
manner" and students can see some "regularity of change" in the 
words studied (p.  315). 
      Directions: The teacher shows an empty word table (with 
columns for verbs, nouns, adjectives, and adverbs) and a jumbled 
list of one of the groupings or families of related words to the 
students. The teacher asks the students to fill in the chart on 
their own papers, making sure to tell them that some slots in 
the chart will remain open and others will contain more than one 
word. Then, after the time limit expires, students work as a 
class to fill in the teacher's chart. This exercise can be done 
competitively, with groups, as well. (When working with word 
families, the teacher should keep in mind that some time should 
be spent on pronunciation and usage.) 
      Unable to find sufficient examples in the materials 
surveyed, I devised the following lists of related words. These 
example lists have a variety of suffix endings and show some 
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regularity of change within each list; therefore, they should be 
useful for this exercise. (Many such word groupings are 
possible. And teachers can devise their own lists, especially 
when students encounter new vocabulary in classwork.) As they 
are intended for student exercises, straightforward choices are 
used here. Some choices such as "actability" or "actable" are 
not included.
List 1
Verb 
act 
add
Noun 
action, actor 
addition, adder
Adjective 
active 
additive
Adverb 
actively 
additively
Words with 
instruct,
similar changes 
invent, prevent,
are 
 and
attract, 
 protect.
create, impress,
List 2
Verb 
apologize 
energize
sympathize
Noun 
 apology,apologizer 
energy, energizer 
sympathy 
sympathizer
Adjective 
apologetic 
energetic 
sympathetic
Adverb 
apologetically 
energetically 
sympathetically
List 3
Verb 
shame
use
Noun 
 shame,  shamefulness 
shamelessness 
use,user,usefulness 
uselessness
Adjective 
shameful 
shameless 
 useful 
useless
Adverb 
shamefully 
shamelessly 
usefully 
uselessly
Words with similar changes are hope, cheer  (uP), and help.
List 4
Verb 
deepen 
lengthen
Noun 
depth, deepness 
length, longness
Adjective 
deep 
long
Adverb 
deeply
Words with similar changes are strengthen, widen, and heighten.
List 5
Verb 
fatten 
harden 
soften
Noun 
fatness 
hardness 
softness
Adjective 
fat 
hard 
soft
Adverb 
fatly 
hardly 
softly
List 6
Verb 
gloom 
mess (up)
Noun 
gloom, gloominess 
mess, messiness
Adjective 
gloomy 
messy
Adverb 
gloomily 
messily
Words with similar 
or over) and dirty,
changes 
 and the
are the 
 nouns,
verbs, rain, 
happiness and
snow, cloud (up 
 hairiness.
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      Each list in this exercise can be completed in about five 
minutes. My level 19 students, working as a group, were able to 
put these words into correct slots, but they needed a few more 
minutes with List 3. 
Exercise 2 
      This exercise is taken from Allen (1983, p.  95). (Another 
good related exercise can be found in Stageberg (1988, p. 25.) 
Directions: The teacher shows students the word choices: death , 
pride, width, depth, strength, youth, height, warmth and the 
sentences that follow. Then, the teacher asks students to fill 
in the appropriate word in each blank. When the time limit 
expires, the students work as a class to fill in the blanks . 
1. After you find  out how wide the room is, write its  wid th 
      here. 
2. I know the river is deep, but I don't know its exact   
3. He is proud, and there are good reasons for his 
4. Young people seldom appreciate their   
5. Is this wide enough, or should I increase the   
6. She told us he was dead, but she didn't tell us the cause 
  of his  
7. Sometimes a strong man is not aware of his own   
8. I don't know how high that ceiling is, but I'm going to 
   measure its   
9. The kitchen was  warm, and we all appreciated the   
10. My  young cousin knows a lot in spite of his   
      This exercise can be completed in about 20 minutes. My 
 level-19 students were able to do this exercise without errors . 
C. Word Formation with Suffixes 
      As these exercises call on students to form words, they are 
the most difficult of all three types of exercises. Teachers 
should praise students who try, even when they make mistakes . A 
student who, for example, forms the word "unpolite" is mistaken 
but still communicating the idea clearly. Teachers, in 
encouraging efforts like this, "promote fluency" (Nattinger, 
1988, p.  70). 
Exercise 1 
      This exercise in forming adjectives from source nouns and 
adjectives is from Sinclair (1991, p. 195), though I added 
numbers 9 and 10. (Two other good related exercises can be found 
in Sinclair (p. 194), and Stageberg (1981, p. 162.) I changed a 
number of Sinclair's sentences to make them easier for students .
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      Directions: The teacher shows the suffixes (-able, -al, 
-ful , -ic, -ish, -ive, -like, -ly, -ous, -y) and the following 
sentences. The teacher asks students to complete the sentences 
on their own paper. When the time limit expires, the students 
work as a class to complete the teacher's sentences. 
1. The time seemed to stretch out in a  dreamlike manner. 
    (dream) 
2. If there is a gas leak, an   explosion could happen. 
    (accident) 
3. We think it is   for students to miss many 
 classes.(fool) 
4. The newspapers printed a shocking and   story. (shame) 
5. The  sky was   and light rain was falling. (cloud) 
6. The hotel was large and  . (comfort) 
7. Most candy has   amounts of sugar. (excess) 
8. She is so   that everyone likes her. (friend) 
9. All his friends say that he is a   person. (like) 
10. People say that the Grand Canyon is an   place. 
    (impress) 
     This activity can be completed in about 20 minutes. My 
level 19 students were able to do this without errors. However, 
some individuals had difficulty with the first two answers. 
Exercise 2 
     This exercise gives students practice in forming nouns that 
refer to "people who do a particular thing" (Sinclair, 1991, pp. 
 191-192). (Other good related exercises can be found in 
Sinclair (pp. 191, 201) and in Stageberg (1981, p.  157). 
      Directions: The teacher shows the following sentences and 
asks the students to write the sentences and fill in the blanks 
on their own paper. When the time expires, the students work as 
a class to complete the teacher's sentences. 
1. If you are  employed by a company, you are one of its 
 employee. 
2. A   is someone whose job is politics. 
3. A woman who works as a   does the same job as a waiter. 
4. The  s in a discussion are the people who participate in 
     it. 
5. The person who conducts an orchestra or choir is called 
  the   
6. Your   is the person who  teaches you. 
7. A   is someone who earns (his) living by playing the 
 Piano. 
8. If someone examines you, you are the  , and he is 
  the   
     This activity takes about ten minutes to complete. My 
level 19 students were able to do this exercise with very few 
errors. Some students had difficulty forming the word, 
"participant ." Others, however, were able to do so, and one 
student volunteered the variation, "participator."
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Exercise 3 
      This two-part exercise, from Sinclair (1991) , gives 
students practice in forming verbs, and then using those verbs 
in sentences (pp.  193-194). (Another good related exercise can 
be found in Stageberg (1981, pp. 159-160.) I modified some of 
Sinclair's sentences to make them easier for students . 
      Directions: The teacher shows the following list and asks 
students to write it on their paper and fill in the blanks . 
After the time expires, students work as a group to complete the 
teacher's list. 
Adjective Verb Noun Verb 
hard  harden horror  horrify 
modern memory 
deep beauty 
intense sympathy   
false apology 
fat glory 
sterile length 
Then the teacher shows the following sentences to the students 
and asks them to fill in the blanks with the correct form of one 
of the verbs in the list they just completed . After the time 
expires, students work as a group to complete the teacher's 
sentences. 
1. He apologized for being late . 
2. She tried to   her home with flowers . 
3. The city will   the airport runway by 200 meters . 
4. They seemed to   with me, but they really thought I 
    made a mistake. 
5. Farmers feed their pigs well to   them . 
6. Cigarette smoking has  ed her voice . 
7. Because the city office was very old , the city decided 
   to   the building. 
8. You can   the dirty bottles by putting them into boiling 
 water.
      The first part of this exercise takes about 10 minutes to 
complete. Some of the words were new to my level 19 students , 
so they had some difficulty guessing the verb ending for words 
like "intense," "false," and "sterile ." However, when 
encouraged to guess after listening to the sound of adjectives 
or nouns combined with the possible verb endings , -ize, -fy, and -en , they were able to complete most answers correctly. The 
second part of the exercise takes about 15 minutes to complete . 
My level 19 students were able to complete this part with few 
errors, but most students had difficulty with item 6 . One 
student tried to complete the sentence with "intensify ." 
Exercise 4
     This final exercise gives students practice in forming all 
parts of speech discussed so far (Another good review exercise 
can be found in Nation, 1994, p.  184). The words listed here 
and general idea come from Isted and Broderick  (1990) . I 
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recommend working with a smaller list of words (perhaps five) 
each time, so that each exercise can be used more easily as a 
part of class and the exercise can be repeated more often. 
      Directions (Source  Nouns): The teacher shows the students a 
word table with columns for verb, noun, related noun, and 
adjective (and, if desired, synonym and  antonym). The noun 
column contains a list of nouns (again, perhaps using five nouns 
per exercise) which the teacher has chosen from words in B., 
Exercise 1, and the following list: baker, dancer, racer, 
amplifier,  exhibitor/ emigrant, inhabitant,  correspondent/ 
guardian, librarian,  Italian/ volunteer, mountaineer,  financier/ 
devotee, employee, refugee, referee, nominee,  trustee/ 
communist, accompanist, novelist, monarchist, artist, socialist, 
geologist, biologist, naturalist, terrorist (Isted and 
Broderick, 1990, pp.  166-170). The teacher asks the students to 
complete the word table. When time expires, the students work 
as a group, or competitively, to complete the teacher's word 
table. 
      Subsequent Exercises: Following the same procedure, the 
teacher can select verbs, adverbs, adjectives, and other nouns 
to fill one column on the word table (see Isted and Broderick, 
pp. 192,  218). The teacher should choose words with the level of 
the students in mind, so that students can be both challenged 
and successful. 
     This activity takes about 10 minutes for each set of five 
words. My level-19 students worked in groups and competed 
against other groups. They did well--they were able to fill out 
the columns completely, though they occasionally made mistakes. 
They also added a few appropriate words they had not previously 
studied in class. 
Conclusion 
      In the course of the year, I found that my students took 
this vocabulary work seriously. When I explained the suffixes 
initially, and later, when I presented the exercises and asked 
them to do their part, they consistently approached the task at 
hand with attention and diligence. Regardless of the day, the 
weather, their mood, the distractions of a minute before, they 
always approached this work seriously. They worked quietly and 
quickly to do these exercises, and they participated with 
enthusiasm in working as a class to finish them. As a matter of 
fact, I was sometimes surprised at the consistent attention they 
paid to this work.
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      Some researchers, such as Allen (1983), say that affixation 
study is only appropriate for advanced students. Though my 
 level-19 students were not true beginners, they were clearly not 
advanced. Nevertheless, they were able to understand the idea 
of affixation, the suffix list and examples, and the practice 
exercises. They also were able to demonstrate their 
understanding by performing extremely well on affixation tests , 
and by actually using the words they learned. They also showed 
a gradual, intangible increase in confidence that I could detect 
in their voices as they read aloud, in their writing, in their 
increased willingness to talk with me and ask questions , and in 
their readiness to attempt listening  tasks. Of course, many 
factors in their year of study played a role in improving their 
facility with words and boosting their confidence . But my 
assessment is that their introduction to affixation and suffix 
study played a major role.
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APPENDIX A: SUFFIXES (word parts at the end 
Suffixes have meanings, and they can change the 
For example, the suffix can change a noun to a 
adjective to an adverb, and more. Look at the 
example: 
Verb Noun Adjective Adverb 
act action active actively 
Below are common suffixes that change the form
A. Changes a
1.
2. 
3. 
4. 
5.
6. 
7.
Suffix
verb or
-tion , -ion
 -ment 
-ant 
-er
, -or 
-ee
-eer 
-an
, -ian
B. Scientific words
1. 
2.
-ology 
-ist
C. Changes a
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7.
8. 
9.
10.
11. 
12. 
13.
noun to a
Meaning 
condition
act of 
one who 
one who 
one who
one who 
one who
 (nouns):
study of 
one who
verb or
 -ive 
-ic 
-ent 
-al 
-able , -ible 
-ly 
 -ful
-like 
-ish
-y
-less 
-ous 
-en
noun
noun:
 of,  act
 receives/
of words)
 form of a word. 
verb, an 
following
of words:
 Examples 
of creation, diction, 
   addition 
    excitement, shipment 
    servant, participant 
    creator, teacher, actor 
is employee, devotee, 
   payee 
    volunteer, mountaineer 
    librarian, Italian, 
   magician
biology, 
biologist
to an adjective:
having the power of 
like, related to 
like, -ing 
like, related to 
able to be, easy to 
like 
having the quality, 
full of 
similar, like 
like, related to
having the quality
without 
like, full of 
like
psychology 
, psychologist
active, impressive 
energetic 
different 
comical, technical 
likeable, driveable 
manly, motherly 
cheerful, hopeful
childlike, dreamlike 
foolish, childish, 
boyish 
gloomy, dirty, cloudy, 
snowy 
speechless, harmless 
mysterious, courageous 
wooden
D. Changes
1. 
2.
-ly 
-ward
an adjective or noun to an adverb:
in the manner of 
      towards
quickly, slowly 
northward, homeward
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 E. Changes an a djective or noun to a verb:
1.
2. 
3.
-fy
-ize 
-en
to do, to make
to do, to 
to make, to
make 
 become
classify, terrify, 
electrify 
modernize, terrorize 
deepen, ripen, deafen, 
widen
F. Changes an
1. -ness
adjective to a
state of
noun:
happiness, 
sickness
sadness,
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